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R261The orang-utan could be virtually 
extinct within five years after it 
was discovered that the animal’s 
rainforest habitat is being 
destroyed even more rapidly than 
had been predicted five years ago.
A United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) report has 
found that illegal logging and 
fires have been overtaken as the 
primary cause of deforestation 
by a huge expansion in oil palm 
plantations, which are being 
created to meet soaring demand 
from Western food manufacturers 
and the growing zeal for biofuels.
The UNEP report ‘The last 
stand of the orang-utan: state 
of emergency’ says natural 
rainforests of Indonesia and 
Malaysia are being cleared so 
rapidly that up to 98 per cent 
may be destroyed by 2022, and 
the lowland forest stronghold of 
orang-utans much sooner, unless 
urgent action is taken. This is a 
decade earlier than the previous 
report estimated when it was 
published five years ago. Overall 
the loss of orang-utan habitats 
is happening 30 per cent more 
rapidly than had previously been 
thought.
Satellite images reveal that 
illegal logging is now taking 
place in 27 of 41 national parks 
in Indonesia and is probably still 
on the increase. The report says: 
‘At current rates of intrusions, 
it is likely that some parks may 
become severely degraded in as 
little as three to five years, that is 
by 2012.’
The report says: ‘Today, the 
rapid increase in [oil palm] 
plantation acreage is one of the 
greatest threats to orang- utans 
and the forests on which 
they depend. In Malaysia and 
Indonesia, it is now the primary 
cause of permanent rainforest 
loss. The huge demand for this 
versatile product makes it very 
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Overall the report concludes 
that loss of orang-utan habitat is 
happening at a rate of up to 30 
per cent higher than previously 
thought. The report was prepared 
for a UNEP meeting of almost 
100 environment ministers and 
state secretaries to look at 
the theme of globalisation and 
the environmental risks and 
opportunities.
Achim Steiner, UNEP executive 
director said: “Globalisation 
is generating unprecedented 
wealth. But in this case, the illegal logging is destroying the 
livelihoods of many local people 
dependent upon the forests while 
it is draining the natural wealth 
of Indonesian forest resources 
by unsustainable practices. The 
logging at these scales is ... by 
well-organised elusive commercial 
networks.”
Indonesia’s environment 
minister, H. Rachmat Witoelar 
said, “The challenge of policing 
and enforcing Indonesia’s vast 
parks is immense... we have over 
2,000 rangers but they have to 
patrol an area over 100,000 square 
kilometres.”
